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Chapter I.
Chilling

This is the village Chilling.

It’s 1791. Thereabouts. Certainly not 1800, not yet. The ground 
is mud, because it is springtime, and the sky is dark, because it is 
nighttime. There have been problems in this village, recently. Men 
and women, merely days or hours dead, have been dug up—pulled, 
yanked, heaved, hoed—from their soft black soil beds. Their bod-
ies have been dragged, their feet splayed, and the toes traced twin 
trenches past Smart Hale and Beddine Hale ‘Asleep in the Lord,’ past 
James and Cotton Turner ‘Eternal Rest,’ past the gravediggers’ shed 
and into the pebbly road.

It is a mist-laden, yawning New England springtime. The season 
is combing its hair, wiping the fog from the mirror and staring into 
its eyes. The world is beginning again.

Now, this very moment, in Chilling:
A newly-dead body is being carried from the graveyard. The 

body wears no shoes. The longest toe of the dead foot is not the first 
“big toe,” at all, but the slim elegant mid-toe, the index toe, the toe we 
would use to point out our bodysnatchers should we ever, through 
loss of our hands or voice, be relegated to pointing with our toes. 
Three toes, the littlest ones, have curled into the foot like a claw; their 
nails are greenish and black at the cuticle. The grime underneath 
each nail is hard like shale.

Though it is 1791, and though Chilling is a barely-existent coastal 
village, these dead toes are exactly like all dead toes. They are like the 
dead toes of emperors and scientists and prophets. They are turning 
gray. They have lost their agency. They fall together like exhausted 
soldiers in a trench, leaning and lolling against one another. In their 
collapse they collide and bear the weight of the others. They cannot 
feel discomfort. They are neither cold nor wet. Death has made them 
impervious, stoic, capable beyond measure.

Inside her house, Agnes Slough is awake; her baby is awake. By 
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candlelight, the kitchen is a maze of moving shadows. Agnes walks 
with her daughter to the window. The house is warm and the baby is 
warm and sucking at her breast. Agnes hums.

She can see nothing outside her window but darkness: the merest 
hesitating suggestion that a world exists beyond the glass. The baby 
burps and sighs. She burrows her nose into her mother’s bare chest, 
and Agnes kisses the top of the baby’s head. Agnes blows out the 
candle so that the house is black. With her free hand, she feels their 
way back to bed.

Agnes Slough has seen no thin corpse pulled through the road. 
She has not observed the lost dead toes, limp in the road. She certain-
ly has not been able to identify the two dark shadows who carry the 
corpse. She was not looking to see these things, and we miss quite a 
lot when we don’t look for what we hope is not there.

But everything, corpse, toes, bodysnatchers, all of these have 
passed together not more than six feet from her window. The infant 
has been in the presence of her first death, drunk it in with her mid-
night breakfast, fallen asleep again in its wake. The wee, sleep-mur-
muring Bonnie, fists small and at the ready, dreams milky dreams. 
She blows small wet bubbles through her lips. She speaks in her sleep: 
“Bubb, bbb, bub.” It’s 1791, or thereabouts. Babies make the same 
noises they always have, and will.

Down the road, Hester Osborne’s seven cows huddle together 
against the damp. They put their heads together under a single tree, 
and discuss the problems of Chilling. They regard each other.

The body moves past the cows. The cows watch it go. The trees, 
noticing the angle of the cows’ necks, crane their branches. The 
branches bend, breaking their backs and cracking, splitting, pushing 
to see the faces of those who heft the weight of the body behind them.

Behind in the graveyard are wounds in the ground where bodies 
ought to lie. Big holes, holes like black bathtubs, long wooden caskets 
stained and gaping open, everything empty: what should hold legs 
and arms and hard sure skulls, all empty, the essential thing gone.

It’s the same story we’ve told a thousand times, isn’t it? The story 
of something being taken away, and by whom? The story of who took 
it, and why, and what happened then? You lost something once, too, 
didn’t you? Something you needed. Something absolutely essential. 
Something you’ve been looking for, all this time.
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Chapter II.
The Pirrip Farm

Nora, who was alive, was ready to leave her house. There were 
three tasks to accomplish before she could leave. First, she would 
clean out the house in which she and her family had lived. She 
would lug the mattresses, the furniture, and all the clothes outside. 
Second, she would set fire to it all. She would keep the heap burning 
until there was only a charred crater left in the mud. Third, and last, 
she would find where they had buried her mother, and dig her out.

There wasn’t much left on the farm, but a few errant chickens 
pecking at the grass. “Did you see where they took the dogs?” Nora 
asked them. She was carrying brush to the fire. She had a very fine 
pile going already.

The chickens didn’t answer her. They made out as if they hadn’t 
heard her at all.

“That’s fine,” she said. She dumped the load of brush and stood 
back. “This would be easier if the dogs were here.”

Nora put her hands to her hipbones, which stuck out like wings. 
The flames were small, now, licking little nervous tongues at the bot-
tom of the pile.

“Just wait,” Nora said to the chickens. “It’ll be a raging inferno. 
Get yourselves ready.” She wiped her hands on her dress. She went 
back into the house.

It was still early morning; the sunshine lay in limp yellow squares 
on the floor. Inside, it smelled sour from the sweat of many bodies. 
Nora tore one of her mother’s old aprons into strips, and tied one of 
the strips across her mouth and nose. As she did, a shout of greeting 
came from the road.

“Nora,” her uncle Peabody called, from the road. He had his 
hands in his pockets. “Eleanor!”

Nora froze. If he came up to the house, and looked into the 
window, he would see her. A few people had come by in the past 
week, looking for Eleanor, shouting their offers of help. They were 
too afraid to come into the house, though, and she never went out to 
meet them. Nora was willing to wager that her uncle wouldn’t come 
close, either. But, just in case, very slowly, she sank to her knees and 
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then to all fours; she crawled to the wall and crouched below the 
windowsill.

Frankly, even if he had walked the thirty steps from the road to 
the window, Nora’s uncle Peabody would not have recognized the 
person in the house as his niece. He had not seen her, up close, for 
years. Seven years, Nora counted in her head. She had been twelve 
years old. It had been summertime . . . she remembered that there 
were strawberries on the table. Peabody was sitting with his sister, 
Nora’s mother, in the Pirrip kitchen when Nora, all legs and knob-
by elbows and knees, came running wild through the door. She was 
soaking wet, out of breath, and covered in leeches.

“Fell. Pond,” she had panted.
“Calm down,” her mother had said, and rolled her eyes. That was 

the last time Mr. Peabody had seen his niece. She frightened him a 
little. Little wiry thing, covered in pond mud, leeches on her face. On 
her neck!

Nora’s body now, as it was hunched under the windowsill, would 
have frightened him again. The illness, whatever it had been, had 
come least aggressively on Nora than it had upon her younger broth-
ers and her parents, but it had come nonetheless, and it had scraped 
away large parts of her. She had never been big, or plump, but now 
she was achingly thin. Her joints jutted from her skin like the edges 
of tables underneath a linen cloth; she could play her rib bones like 
piano keys. Her face was all angles and narrow lines, now, a skull 
stretched over with paper. Her skin was ashy. It flaked off in her 
hands when she scratched. If the house had had a mirror, and had 
Nora looked into it, she would have doubted that she had survived 
the illness at all. The fact that she did survive—and that she alone, 
among her parents and brothers, had survived—was the reason Aunt 
Peabody had pushed Uncle Peabody out the door that morning, and 
the reason he stood in the road now.

“You’ll have to go and get her,” Catherine had said. “It won’t be 
contagious anymore. Right?”

Octavius had grimaced.
“She’s our niece,” said Catherine. “You go and get her.”
Still, when Peabody had arrived, he was not confident. Who 

knows what had made them sick? What if it was still somewhere in 
the house?

“Nora,” her uncle shouted, “There’s a bed made ready for you. 
Your aunt is ready, any time, when you can come.” He waited for a 
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response, any movement or sound from inside the house, but none 
came. Nora, still on all fours, imagined tying on her Aunt Catherine’s 
old dresses. Nora had no more clothes; everything she wore had been 
long since torn and used as a bandage or a poultice, and everything 
else she would burn for fear of contagion. She was skinnier than Joy 
Beddington who they said had been kidnapped by the Indians and 
who had come back speaking jibberish, and Nora’s arms ached at the 
thought of winding her aunt’s enormous apron strings around and 
around her own waist. Her throat ached at the thought of speaking 
to them, the Peabodys, every day. She would have to speak to them 
every day. “Can you just sweep the steps, before you go out?”; “Good 
morning. Did you sleep well?”; “No, no, that’s fine, I don’t mind.” 
When really she would mind. Every step in that strange house would 
be a careful step, every word a polite word. All of her private strange-
nesses, the things her family had come to ignore through familiarity, 
all of these would need to be either carefully hidden or humiliatingly 
explained. There would be nothing comfortable and nothing private.

And she feared that she had the illness still inside of her, and that 
she would kill them.

Nora shook her bald head. She hoped he would go away before 
he smelled the fire. She sniffed the air.

“So, come along to the house, when you’re ready,” he called out. 
He wouldn’t step onto the grass or come any closer to the house 
than the center of the narrow road. He shuffled his feet a little and 
looked up at the sun. It had just cleared the pines on the east bank 
of the pond, and he needed to be getting back home. His wife would 
blame him for not bringing Nora with him, but what could he do? 
He wouldn’t risk infection by going into the house. What if he died? 
Where would Mrs. Peabody be, then? Who would pinch on her little 
toe, every morning, to wake her up? Who would go the forest and 
find those mushrooms she liked? Nora would come when she was 
well enough, and when she was ready. She was an adult, almost nine-
teen! She could travel the few miles into the village proper on her 
own. Or, Peabody considered, she was dead, and there wasn’t any-
thing to do. He’d come back tomorrow with Agnes Slough and see if 
Nora was still in the house. He nodded to himself. He turned away 
from the house and began the brisk walk back to Chilling.

Inside the house, Nora waited a long time to move. When she 
considered it safe to stand, her uncle had covered half a mile and his 
thoughts were not on her at all, but only on his breakfast, and if they 
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had much butter left, and if he should tear off the loose toenail on his 
foot or let it be.

She stood too quickly and her eyes went star-colored; she bent 
down again and pulled the rag from her nose and mouth. Then she 
straightened, more slowly, and surveyed the kitchen. The house ought 
to have been worse than it was, she felt. It should have been clumsily 
disordered, thick with dirt and dust, chaotic with debris. How could 
they all have lain so ill, for so long, and the surfaces reflect nothing at 
all? One wouldn’t be able to guess, by the smooth surface of the table, 
by the quiet chairs hanging in their places on the wall, that anything 
much had happened here.

The furniture ought to have been broken and knocked about, 
strewn across the floors in jagged, splintery chunks of wood. The 
windows ought to have been coated in black scum, brackish mud 
dredged from the swamped homes of monsters. There ought to have 
been dry, dead carcasses of rats and mice and roaches, rigid corpses 
of spiders and creatures with more eyes than legs. There ought to 
have been the smell of burning and bile, there ought to have been 
sinewy cobwebs hanging low from the ceiling corners and doorways. 
There ought to have been rain and sleet slamming against the door 
planks and roof tiles and windowpanes, there ought to have been, 
everywhere, the evidence, the terrible signs of what had happened 
here. There ought to have been a layer of mourning black on every 
surface, for each one of her five brothers, and for her father, and for 
her mother.

But no. The table was clean. The boards of the kitchen floor were 
swept. The boys’ stools arranged themselves in a patient half-moon 
around the hearth. Her father’s boots sat just inside the doorway. 
Roger’s toy duck remained where he had left it, in the corner by the 
water pitcher. The sun was rising and the air smelled like pine. Every-
thing was ordinary. And everything was terrible, because they were 
gone. She could sense it, though, just underneath the discernible 
world: the invisible multiplying body of the disease. She thought she 
could feel it as it wisped around the house, moving slowly lest it be 
identified, moving with terrible purpose, propelling itself with many 
arms like long tentacles.

Nora took a broom from the corner and swung it wildly into the 
corners of the house, breaking up the soft cobwebs that hung there. 
“Yah, yah,” she yelled. It did not help; she dragged Tobias’ stool to the 
corner, stood on it and clapped her hands. Bad spirits could be driven 
away by loud noises, sometimes.
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She opened the front door and let the air come inside. She stared 
out at the pond, just across the road; by now the sun had risen over 
the trees on the far bank. It was pale and yellow and brushing away 
the strips of clouds with slim unhurried fingers.

“Hey,” she said to the sun. “Let’s get on with it.”
It was wide and quiet. The chickens’ small walks and pecks were 

like the ticking of a clock. There weren’t even animals, save the chick-
ens, and chickens didn’t count. The people from the village had come, 
must have come, to take them away, to care for the animals when the 
Pirrips no longer could. What she needed, Nora thought, was a body. 
Something large, and warm, breathing, with smelly animal mammal 
breath. Nora felt a bolt run through her stomach, of panic, and she 
looked left and right for the dogs. Where were the dogs? Where were 
all the animals? Where were her dogs?

Nora picked up a chicken and tucked it under her arm. It weighed 
nothing and yet lifting it taxed her strength.

“Let’s go see what’s left,” she said to the chicken. It was a brown 
chicken.

Inside the barn, Nora stood on her toes to look into the stalls.
“No cow,” she told the chicken. “My uncle, maybe.” The chick-

en moved a little, pleasantly. “No,” Nora went on, “You’re right. She 
could have been stolen. We’ll keep an eye out. Check on the pigs?”

The pig sty was empty. The mud was smooth and brown as gin-
gerbread dough.

“Shit,” said Nora. It was the first time she had ever said the word 
aloud and she felt a little thrill of freedom. The chicken looked at her. 
“No pigs,” she confirmed.

There were no dog tracks in the yard, and no doghair in the 
house, but Nora wasn’t ready to accept that the dogs were gone. She 
carried the brown chicken back to the fire, and scanned the periph-
ery of the farm, watching for a streak of white or brown, a tail up 
above the tall grasses.

“Cluck, cluck,” said the chicken. Nora put her down on the 
ground.

“Go ahead,” she said, “Go play.” She felt a tug in her brain, re-
minding her of something . . . where had the dogs gone? She shook 
her head. Her fever had lasted a long time. Nothing was clear. She 
had to get the fire going. That was clear. She didn’t know where the 
infection had lived in the house, so she had to burn everything. The 
disease needed to die. That was very clear.
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Birds were saying weet weet weet to one another, but Nora couldn’t 
see them. Nora needed to see a thing in order to talk to it. When she 
was younger, she would feel guilty if she washed one shirt more thor-
oughly than another shirt, or picked one knife to peel her apple over 
another knife. She believed she had injured the shirt’s feelings, slight-
ed the knife, and she would be so plagued by the guilt that she would 
run to the drying line and grab the shirt to rescrub it furiously, or 
split the apple into halves and slice each half with the slighted knife. 
It made sense to her that material things felt and thought; they were 
there, after all. They existed. She existed, and she felt. She thought. 
Things had shape, substance, form, function. They had defined edges 
and they began and ended in space.

When her family was sick, Nora had focused on what she could 
see. Blood concerned her. The sheer amount of blood concerned her. 
Her father had become ill first, and sores came up on his skin. They 
were nasty, pustuley things, and after they had grown and swollen, 
they burst. They pulsed on his neck and ran over with pus and blood. 
The fluids cocktailed with each other, beaded, and hardened into 
small swirled marbles on his skin. He began to cough, then cough 
more, and then he was vomiting blood. Nora had bunched rags in 
her hands and pushed them into his face so hard that she feared he 
would suffocate.

“I’m not trying to kill you, Dad,” she’d said. “But you’ll drown in 
this gunk otherwise.”

He coughed up soggy fists of blood and mucus; he shit out bloody 
loose stool; he pissed blood and stained the sheets. In the early days, 
when only Philip Pirrip was sick, Georgiana Pirrip held the baby to 
her chest and the twins against her thighs, and watched Nora nurse 
her husband from the doorway. Nora’s mother had a face like a fire 
poker.

Then the little boys got sick. There were five of them, one set of 
six-year-old twins, one set of four-year-old twins, and Bart, the baby, 
who was still nursing. He couldn’t crawl, yet; if Nora left him on his 
belly in the middle of a room, he wasn’t able to move himself. He 
screamed and screamed in pain. He burned with a fever but shivered 
in Nora’s arms. His skin, too erupted. Nora tore up her church dress 
for bandages. She tore up her winter underwear and then her sum-
mer underwear.

“There’s so much blood,” she had said to her mother, when the 
baby began to vomit. “What should we do?”

“I’m doing my best, Nora,” her mother had said. Her mother was 
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not sick, yet. Nora was not sick yet.
“Why hasn’t the doctor helped? Should we try to put the blood 

back in them? Make them drink it? Is that crazy? Where is the doc-
tor?”

“The doctor is afraid,” her mother had said. “Like everyone else. 
Where’s the water? I asked you to get water, Nora. What are you do-
ing?”

On her tiptoes, like a thief, Nora began to wring the bloody rags 
out into bowls. Soaked with blood, the clothing no longer looked like 
clothing. She couldn’t tell if something had been used as a wash towel 
or as a winter coat. Blood darkened and changed the forms of things 
so that they were all the same. Nora wrung the rags into the bowls 
and then emptied the bowls into the heavy black pot on the fire. The 
pot hung there, the blood black and viscous and waiting to be drunk. 
By the time her mother began to cough and heave, Nora had filled 
the pot to its capacity. By then her father had been dead a week. The 
baby had been dead two weeks. Having the blood there, ready, was a 
comfort to her.

Well, the blood pot was empty now. She had tipped it into the 
grass and watched the blood sink into the ground. The cows were 
gone, the pigs were gone, the dogs were gone, her mother’s body was 
gone. The winter was over; the cold was gone. Lots of things were 
gone. She did not know who had taken them, or if, ignored, things 
merely disappeared or wandered off. Watching the fire, she felt guilty, 
as she had as a child, when she chose one knife over another. It was 
as though the things themselves had faded because she had not re-
membered them, as though if one ceased to think of a thing for long 
enough, the thing itself disappeared. Her brothers were all gone. Her 
father was gone.

The brown chicken pecked at the hem of her dress. She had only 
one. It was brown, too, and she had been wearing it for a very, very 
long time. It stunk.

“How’s that fire, chicken?” she asked. “Pretty good, I think. Ready 
for burning. What do you think?”

She raised the dress and looked at her thighs, where she could 
see the distorted and pitted skin she had been left with. She touched 
the scars gently.

By the afternoon, everything the Pirrips owned was outside 
and spread on the new spring grass. Their lives had come to very 
little, after food and a place to sit and sleep. The fire was high. Big 
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flames kicked smoke up into the trees. Nora pulled the mask she had 
made over her mouth and nose; she stood with her arms folded and 
watched it burn for a while, and felt proud. The smoke wafted toward 
her eyes and she blinked. She swabbed her forehead with the hem of 
her dress.

She started with the mattresses.
“Oh no,” she said. She felt how weak she had grown. Before, 

something the weight and size of a mattress would have required no 
effort at all; she would have tucked it under one arm and used the 
other to carry a sopping ball of wet laundry. She staggered and flung 
the mattress sideways onto the fire. It was a poor throw, and so the 
mattress hung limply half on the brush and half hanging off into the 
mud.  

“Damn this to Hell,” she said. The chickens were nowhere in 
sight. The brown chicken had disappeared in her time of need. She 
dragged a long branch over from the edge of the field and poked at 
the mattress. It was from her parents’ bed. It smoldered and smoked, 
until, at the culmination of some series of events too small and hot 
for her to see, it flamed up furiously.  The smell overpowered her. 
Nora staggered back with the weight of the body the mattress had 
carried, the smell of the months of slow decay, of violent leaching. 
The smoke rose over the farm like a beacon across an unwelcoming 
sea.

She took deep breaths of the scent of their deaths. She felt sick 
and then not sick anymore. She felt stronger, really very energetic. 
She pulled another mattress and flung it to the top of the pile. She 
flung her father’s boots. She threw Roger’s toy duck as hard as she 
could into the center of the brush, so it would be buried by what col-
lapsed atop it. Bart’s crib she pulled apart with her hands and threw 
each piece into the fire.

The fire burned into the night. Nora tossed her family’s life onto 
it, then stood back to watch every last breath of infection burn away. 
To be sure of it, she unbuttoned her brown dress and threw that on 
the blaze, too. She wore only her thin woolen slip. As she began to 
sweat, the fabric clung to her legs. Nora looked like a tower of precar-
iously placed white bones. The feelings of intolerable heat, the cold 
wet of the sweat, the stifling air that made inhalation painful and 
slow, all of this was familiar to her. It was like being sick again. She 
wondered if she could give herself the fever again by tricking her 
body into great heat. Her body crept closer and closer to the edge of 


